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Diplomatic representatives from Colombia and Nicaragua are scheduled to meet in New York at
the end of September to discuss outstanding bilateral problems. According to Colombian President
Ernesto Samper, however, the current heated dispute between the two countries over ownership
of the Caribbean islands of San Andres and Providencia will not be on the agenda. The islands are
located 300 km from Nicaragua and 580 km from Colombia. San Andres is a resort and the site of
many international meetings.
The two islands are part of a chain of islands and keys, which Colombia claims, stretching
northeasterly to within 450 km of Jamaica. The chain marks the edge of the Central American
continental shelf, said to be the richest fishing grounds in Latin America. Nicaragua relinquished its
claim on the islands to Colombia under the Esguerra-Barcenas Treaty of 1928. However, Nicaragua
is now asserting sovereignty over them. In 1980, the Nicaraguan government abrogated the treaty,
arguing that because Nicaragua was occupied by US troops in 1928, the government that signed the
treaty was illegitimate, making the resulting treaty invalid. A Nicaraguan map showing the islands
as part of its territory caused a diplomatic stir in 1992 (see NotiSur, 07/28/92).
Relations between Colombia and Nicaragua have been strained since August, when Colombia
published a map showing the islands as part of Colombian territory. Colombia also claims that its
territorial waters extend to within 96 km of the Nicaraguan coast. At the end of August, the dispute
heated up, with Nicaragua hinting that a war with Colombia was possible. Gen. Joaquin Cuadra,
head of Nicaragua's armed forces, said the army was ready to defend the territorial integrity of the
country in the event of war with Colombia over the disputed islands. The issue has also heated up
diplomatically.
On Sept. 4, while attending a summit meeting of the Rio Group in Quito, Ecuador, Samper and
Nicaraguan President Violeta de Chamorro held a private conversation on the issue and apparently
agreed to an agenda for the New York foreign minsters conference. But later, the two leaders
disagreed on what they placed on that agenda (see NotiSur, 09/08/95). San Andres "is Colombian,"
Samper told the press after the conversation with Chamorro. While his statement seemed to leave
no room for negotiations, Samper also announced that the foreign ministers of the two countries
would meet later in the month to discuss the matter further an indication that indeed, San Andres
and Providencia were on the New York agenda.
The possibility that the islands might be bargained away during a diplomatic meeting caused a
burst of criticism against Samper in Colombia. Senator Jairo Clopatofsky called Samper's remarks
"irresponsible," and said that the president "had taken leave of his senses." The Senate then
went on record opposing any discussion of the islands during the New York foreign ministers
conference. "Nicaragua is trying to artificially create a dispute to see if Colombia will listen to
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Violeta Chamorro's siren song and agree to discuss what is not discussible," said Senator Luis
Guillermo Velez. Meanwhile, Samper attempted to clarify the remarks he made in Quito, explaining
that the only purpose in holding discussions with Nicaragua would be to restate Colombia's
unalterable refusal to negotiate. Aside from war, which would be senseless, he said, and court
action, which would be long and costly, the best way to resolve the dispute would be through a
dialogue that would show Nicaragua the validity of Colombia's arguments.
Another possibility would be for both sides to forget about the matter, Samper said. Colombian
Foreign Minster Rodrigo Pardo explained that the press had misinterpreted Samper at the Quito
summit, and reiterated that Colombia would never negotiate on the issue of the two islands. Pardo
also said that discussions with Nicaragua during the October meeting of Nonaligned Movement
countries in Cartagena would be about matters left unresolved by treaties between the two
countries, such as the control of arms and drug trafficking, immigration, and economic integration.
"Obviously, that excludes the Esguerra-Barcenas Treaty of 1928, about which there is no doubt," he
said.
The elaborate clarifications of Samper's Quito remarks appeared to finally shut the door to any
negotiation on the ownership of the two islands. To reaffirm Colombia's territorial claims, Samper
visited San Andres on Sept. 15. The next day the government sent a Colombian warship with
Defense Minister Juan Carlos Esguerra on board to cruise the seas around the disputed islands.
Meanwhile, Samper instructed Foreign Minister Pardo to walk out of the New York conference if his
Nicaraguan counterpart should bring up the islands.
Despite Samper's insistence that there would be no negotiations on the issue, on Sept. 11, the
Nicaraguan government reasserted its understanding that Samper and Chamorro had agreed
in Quito to put San Andres and Providencia on the agenda at the New York conference. "It was
never even considered that the issue would not be discussed or be on the agenda," said Nicaraguan
Foreign Minster Ernesto Leal. Nicaragua's differences with Colombia go beyond the ownership of
the two islands, said Leal, because Colombia's claims also include more than 130,000 square km of
Caribbean waters. Nicaraguan territorial waters, he said, extend as far as 560 km into the Caribbean,
depending on the width of the continental shelf. This would overlap with the Colombian claim that
Nicaragua's territorial limit is only 96 km from shore. (Sources: Reuter, Inter Press Service, 09/06/95;
Agencia Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service, 09/12/95; Notimex, 08/31/95, 09/06/95,
09/09/95, 09/13/95; Agence France-Presse, 09/04/95, 09/12/95, 09/16/95)
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